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You’re ^ Historic® 



President Lyndon Johnson 


Incident in the Gulf oi Tonkin 

I n 1964 the Vietcong in South Vietnam were trying to topple the gov¬ 
ernment and unite the country under communism. To prevent this, 
the United States had already committed money, supplies, and advis¬ 
ers. President Johnson asked Congress to authorize using force after 
reports that North Vietnam had made unprovoked attacks on U.S. war¬ 
ships in the Gulf of Tonkin. Congress responded with the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution. Had the warship USS Maddox provoked the attack? Was 
Johnson fully informed of events in the Gulf? You're the historian. 


Read the following excerpts, then answer the 
questions and complete the activities that follow. 


From accounts of an unprovoked attack 



l 


The sources advising President 
Johnson on the Gulf of Tonkin inci¬ 
dent included the navy and the 
Defense Department. These excerpts 
suggest how difficult it was to know 
what had happened—and also how 
tension influenced the American 
interpretation. 

U.S. Navy Commander John Herrick 
of the USS Maddox: 

I am being approached by high¬ 
speed craft with apparent inten¬ 
tion of torpedo attack. I intend to 
open fire in self-defense if 
necessary. 

—from a cable of August 2,1964 

U.S. Defense Department: 

While on routine patrol in interna¬ 
tional waters ... the U.S. destroyer 
Maddox underwent an unpro¬ 
voked attack by three PT-type 
boats in ... the Tonkin Gulf. 

The attacking boats launched three 
torpedoes and used 37-millimeter 
gunfire. The Maddox answered 
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with 5-inch gunfire. . . . The PT 
boats were driven off, with one 
seen to be badly damaged and not 
moving. . . . 

No casualties or damage were 
sustained by the Maddox or the 
aircraft. 

—from a press release of 
August 2,1964 

National Security Council Meeting: 
Secretary McNamara: The North 
Vietnamese PT boats have contin¬ 
ued their attacks on the two U.S. 
destroyers in international waters 
in the Gulf of Tonkin. .. . 

Secretary Rusk: An immediate and 
direct action by us is necessary. 
The unprovoked attack on the 
high seas is an act of war for all 
practical purposes. .. . 

CIA Director McCone: The pro¬ 
posed U.S. reprisals will result in 
sharp North Vietnamese military 
action, but such actions would 
not represent a deliberate 


decision to provoke or accept a 
major escalation of the 
Vietnamese war. 

President Johnson: Do they want a 
war by attacking our ships in the 
middle of the Gulf of Tonkin? 

U.S. Intelligence Agency Director 
Rowan: Do we know for a fact 
that the North Vietnamese provo¬ 
cation took place? 

Secretary McNamara: We will 
know definitely in the morning. 

—August 2,1964 

Secretary Rusk: 

We believe that present OPLAN 
34-A activities are beginning to 
rattle Hanoi [capital of North 
Vietnam], and the Maddox incident 
is directly related to their effort to 
resist these activities. We have no 
intention of yielding to pressure. 

—from a top secret telegram 
to Ambassador Maxwell 
Taylor (South Vietnam), 
August 3,1964 
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From accounts of a possible mistake 


Secretary McNamara 


Two days after the alleged attack, the 
Turner Joy joined the Maddox in 
the Gulf. On the night of August 4, 
1964, the two destroyers experienced 
a series of events they interpreted as a 
second attack. However, Commander 
Herrick later revised this report. 
President Johnson referred to the 
" repeated " attacks later when he 
asked Congress for war powers. 

Commander Herrick: 

Review of action makes many 
contacts and torpedoes fired 
appear doubtful. Freak weather 
effects on radar and overeager 
sonarmen may have accounted 
for many reports. No actual 
visual sightings by Maddox. 
Suggest complete evaluation 
before any further action. . .. 

Turner Joy also reports no actual 
visual sightings or wake. . .. 
Entire action leaves many doubts 
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except for apparent attempt to 
ambush at beginning. 

—from two cables of 
August 4,1964 


Secretary McNamara: Nothing was 
done until it was reevaluated. 


President Johnson: 

The initial attack on the destroyer 
Maddox, on August 2, was 
repeated today by a number of 
hostile vessels attacking two U.S. 
destroyers with torpedoes. The 
destroyers and supporting air¬ 
craft acted at once on the orders I 
gave after the initial act of aggres¬ 
sion. .. . Repeated acts of violence 
against the Armed Forces of the 
United States must be met not 
only with alert defense, but with 
positive reply. 

—in a television and radio 
address, August 4,1964 


In 1968 Senator William Fulbright 
opened an investigation into the 
1964 Gulf of Tonkin incident. The 
following exchange took place 
between Senator Fulbright and 
Secretary McNamara. 

Secretary McNamara: I don't believe 
Commander Herrick in his cable 
stated that he had doubt that the 
attack took place. He questioned 
certain details of the attack.... 
Secondly, his doubts were resolved 
that afternoon before the retalia¬ 
tory action was taken. 

Senator Fulbright: I think he went 
further than that. He advised you 
not to do anything until it had 
been reevaluated.... It is a very 
strong statement. 
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Senator Fulbright: He says 
"Suggest complete reevaluation 
before any further action." Now 
that is a very strong recommen¬ 
dation from a man on the scene 
in charge of the operation.. . . 
Both committees, except for the 
Senator from Oregon [Morse], 
unanimously accepted your testi¬ 
mony then as the whole story, 
and I must say this raises very 
serious questions about how you 
make decisions to go to war. 


Understanding the Issue 

1. What statement by Rusk suggests the 
United States may have provoked the 
attack on the Maddox? 

2. Do you think President Johnson was 
misled by his advisers? Explain. 

3. How soon after the alleged attacks 
did the president address the 
American people? Did the United 
States rush to judgment in this case? 
Explain. 


Activities 

1 . Investigate What were the conclu¬ 
sions of the Fulbright investigations 
into the Gulf of Tonkin incident? 
Check sources, including the Internet. 

2. Discuss Research and review 
American decisions to go to war in 
1898,1917, and 1941. What were 
the concerns? Do you think the 
nation made the right decisions? 
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